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Welcome to the Washington Post Style section comics discussion, 
hosted by Comics page editor Suzanne Tobin. 


This week, Brian Basset creator of the cartoon strip "Red & Rover" 
was online to discuss his cartoon, where he draws his inspiration 
from and the pace of creating a daily comic. 


Basset -- a self-professed "retro" kind of guy -- found himself 
mixing his interests in historical hindsight with his love of dogs. 
Red and his dog Rover offer a look back in time thorugh their 
friendship. 


Basset was born in Norwalk, Conn., but grew up in McLean, Va. where 
his father was a political cartoonist. 


Previous Comics Discussions: 

"Speedbump" Cartoonist Dave Coverly (April 27, 2001) 
"Non Sequitur" Cartoonist Wiley Miller (May 11, 2001) 
"Curtis" Cartoonist Ray Billingsley (May 25, 2001) 


The transcript follows. 


Editor's Note: Washingtonpost.com moderators retain editorial control 
over Live Online discussions and choose the most relevant questions 
for guests and hosts; guests and hosts can decline to answer 
questions. 


Suzanne Tobin: Greetings, comics fans! Welcome to the fourth 
installment of "Comics: Meet the Artist." I'm Suzanne Tobin, Comics 
Editor at The Post and your host for today's discussion. Today our 
guest is Brian Basset, creator of "Red and Rover." Welcome Brian, | 


understand you're coming to town next weekend. Do you have anything 
you'd like to say to our audience? 


Brian Basset: Good afternoon, | just want to thank everyone for 
joining us for this chat and taking time out of their day to be here. 
| just have one question. Why aren't all you people at work? 


Washington, D.C.: Hey Brian! 

I'm a supporter of the Washington, D.C., Humane Society. Just last 
month | received an invitation to their annual fundraiser, The Bark 
Ball. | was thrilled to see that Red and Rover will be attending the 
Ball. Will they both we dressed in formal attire? Will they be 
supporters of Humane Society events in other cities? 


Brian Basset: Well, a grown up Red will be dressed in formal attire. 

But Rover will only be there in a two-dimensional form. My guest that 
evening will with a foster dog from the Humane Society that evening, 
kind of like a blind date. My real dog,a golden retriever-border 

collie mix named Reeses, who we adopted about four years ago, will be 
home in Seattle. 


Bethesda, Md.: What breed of dog is Rover? What breed of dog do you 
have and is Rover patterned after him? 


Brian Basset: Rover is a Lab mix. He's a mutt, but he has mostly Lab 
in him. I'm more of a big dog person, so | wanted to do a dog whose 
expressions, especially with his eyes, were very clear. So much of 
his personality is shown through his facial expressions and body 
language. What | find is that most people identify him with any kind 
of dog. He's kind of the ULTRA-dog. | love the way dogs express 
themselves, more than any other creature. | didn't want a dog that 
had a lot of hair over his eyes that would mask that. 


Rockville, Md.: Why is Red's name Red? 


Brian Basset: Because he's modeled a lot after me and | have red 
hair, at least what's left of it is red. 


Brian Basset: For the reader's information, Red's full name is 
Russell McLean, which is shortened to Rusty, which is shortened even 
further to Red. The family is named after McLean, Va., my hometown. 


Seabrook, Md.: What's with Red's infatuation with Marcia Brady!? 
She's way out of his league. He should go after Jan -- she's more his 


type. 
Thanks for creating such a great comic strip. 


Brian Basset: Thanks for your kind words, but Red not unlike alot of 
males always shoots for what they probably can't have until life's 
experiences teaches him better. 


McLean, Va: I'm an aspiring cartoonist who likes to to 8.5 x 11 
cartoons like the New Yorker has on its last page. Plus | do single- 
panel cartoons like the New Yorker has. Are there any markets you can 
suggest for me, other than the New Yorker, which | hear is the 'holy 
grail of cartoonists’? I'm fairly new at this, so | am still learning 
drawing and writing techniques. Also, how can | improve in these 
areas other than producing a lot of cartoons? 


Brian Basset: My area is expertise is comic strips and | don't know a 
lot about the single panel market. The Washington Post Writers Group 
does handle a single panel cartoonist, named Mike Twohy, who does 


"That's Life," so you might want to email Mike at M2Ecomics@aol.com. 


Huntingtown, Md.: How did you think up the "guardian angel dog" and 
the way you draw him? 


Brian Basset: I've always felt dogs were put on this planet for many 
reasons. And there have been many instances where dogs have been 
credited with saving the lives of their owners or companions, both 
physically and emotionally. Rover came into Red's life at a time when 
he needed a best friend, and not only did he save him from bodily 

harm (a truck almost hit him when he was reading a comic book instead 
of paying attention when he was crossing the street) but he's 

continued to provide him with love that's essential to our human 
needs. 


Shepherdstown, W.Va.: | enjoy your strip. | am a 45-year-old father 
of three young children and an year old collie. The collie makes me 
feel like Red. 


A few weeks ago you ran your anniversary strip and alluded to how Red 
and Rover got together. Do you have an archival web site that | could 
have a look at the initial strips? If not how did the two get 

together in the first strip? 


Keep up the good work. 
Thank You 


Brian Basset: Well, the Washington Post Writers Group online archive 
only goes back a month. But the good news is that the first Red and 
Rover Collection is being published by Andrews McMeel Universal Press 
even as we speak, and will be coming out March, 2002. That will 
include the first year of strips and then hopefully we'll follow with 
another book within a year. So most of what you've missed should be 
in that first book. 

As for how Red and Rover got together, I've had dogs my whole life. 

My folks actually raised German Shepherds for the first five years of 

my life. Then my mother got into kerry blue terriers, and raised and 


showed them for about the last 15 years. 


Washington, D.C.: |am a huge fan of this comic. THe question | have 

is what time period does it take place? Me and some of my co-workers 
think it takes place between Fall of 1970 and spring of 1971. So when 
does it really take place? 


Brian Basset: | have to compliment you on zeroing in on almost the 
exact time of the period | draw from. It's an imaginary late 1960s to 
early 1970s setting, but in a larger sense I'm trying to pull the 

best of the 1940s, 50s, 60s, and 70s together, in a time that was 
simpler and less complicated (although it's hard to imagine that a 
time when the world is at war is a simpler time). But it was a time 
when technological advances were greeted with awe and surprise, anda 
slower time where people were more able to stop and appreciate the 
things around them. Red sort of epitomizes a kind of innocence that | 
think is in short supply today, where he appreciates the simple 

things in life, like the love of his dog, an ant colony out in the 

back and catching fireflies. 


12th Floor Metro Center: Hi Brian, 

Not a question, just a quick comment. | read perhaps a total of eight 

comics, and yours is one of them. My S.O. things I'm crazy, but Red & 
Rover always at least gives me a smile, and oftentimes, a chuckle. By 
the by, I'd ditch the big brother. He doesn't work for me. 


Brian Basset: Thank you so much for your comments. Fortunately for 
you the big brother only makes an appearance a few times a month. 


Waldorf, Md.: Love your strip Brian, we read it every day (our family 
has a yellow labrador, too). How long did you work on your strip, 
creating it, before submitting it to a cartoon publisher, and how did 
you decide which one to submit to? How many strips did you complete 
before submitting the whole package? 


Brian Basset: I've been doing another comic strip since 1984, which 

is syndicated by Universal Press Syndicate, called Adam@Home, which 
is about a work-from-home dad taking care of three young children, 
including an infant, while his spouse works outside the house. It's a 
very contemporary strip which is somewhat jaded and caught up in 
today's fast paced world, which led me to think about doing a strip 
that harkened back to a simpler time and place. | also felt that 

having done Adam@Home as long as | had that | finally taught myself 
how to write a comic strip. It's not something that came naturally. | 
had been a political cartoonist at the Seattle Times from 1978-1994. 
So in developing Red and Rover, | not only took my time, but there 
were some circumstances that MADE me take my time, in that a number 
of larger syndicates passed on it initially, because they wanted 
something that was more demographically defined, i.e. a Gen X strip. 
At one point my wife and | figured that I'd put in close to 1700 

hours on Red and Rover before receiving one nickel. | felt and still 

feel that it's possible to do a comic strip that appeals to all 
generations, not unlike "comfort food." And fortunately for me, The 
Washington Post Writers Group saw in "Red and Rover" my exact vision 
and we've had a wonderful relationship ever since. After one year, 
Red and Rover is running in about 60 newspapers and the only paper 
that has dropped it after running it is in Budapest, Hungary. Go 

figure! 


Reston, 20190: OK, so where (and when) in McLean (my hometown) did 
you grow up? 


Brian Basset: | grew up in the McLean Hamlet, a subdivision near 
Tysons Corner. | lived there from 1964 until | went off to college at 
Ohio State University in the mid-'70s. | went to Lewinsville 

Elementary, then Spring Hill Elementary, Cooper Intermediate and then 
Langley High School. | was the editorial cartoonist for the Saxon 

Scope from about '72 until | graduated in '75. If you have the 

Langley yearbook from 1975, you can actually see what | looked like 
with hair, although | have far more today on my shoulders and back. 
I'm a walkin’ talkin' sod farm! 


Huntingtown,MD: Hello, Mr.Basset. | am a 13-year-old fan of your 
comic strip! | never read the first comic,so | have no idea if Red 
has a gift with dogs or if Rover is just a real guardian angel. Hope 
that Red and Rover will make it to the moon on day! 


Brian Basset: Thank you for skipping school to be here with me! | 

hope Red and Rover make it to the moon someday, too. Whether Rover is 
a dog or a real guardian angel, I'll leave it up to you to make that 
determination. 


Washington, D.C.: How in the world do you write, draw, ink, and 
letter seven cartoons a week? Do you have hired help? Or do you use 
computers? 


Brian Basset: It's actually double that amount of work since | do two 
strips. | do everything by myself, by hand, and | do not use 
computers. At times the workload may seem daunting but it's what | 
love to do. | like to quote Ernie Banks, a baseball player for the 
Chicago Cubs in the 50s and 60s, who said, "It's a beautiful day. 

Let's play two." 


Rockville, Md.: | am a current art student who is interested in comic 
strips. Have you attended art school? Also, what would you say to the 
allegations that you are imitating Calvin and Hobbes? 


Brian Basset: First of all, thanks for being here. | was a fine arts 
major in college and | still feel the best training for cartooning is 
fine arts, because much of cartooning is distorting reality, so it's 
nice to have that foundation. Regarding imitating Bill Waterson, | 
can't even conceive of flattering myself by putting myself in his 
company. 


12th Floor's S.0.: He loves the comic. LOVES IT! |, on the other 
hand, don't get it. But if it makes him happy, then that suits me 
just fine. 


Brian Basset: | was going to make it my life's goal to go into space, 
but now | will reorganize my priorities to put a smile on your face. 


Langley '83: | think the Budapest paper dropped it because of the 
‘red’ in the title. | don't think they like that color very much over 
there. 


Brian Basset: But didn't Communism fall? What, do they hold a grudge? 


Ballston, Va.: Mr. Basset -- 


Both my six-year-old son and | love "Red and Rover" and read it every 
morning over cereal. Thank you! 


My question, how do you remember the nuances of being 10 and write 
about them so well in your strip? 


Brian Basset: Easy. My wife says I've never grown up. 


Rockville, Md.: Hi. ls Rover supposed to be a lab? You do a wonderful 
job of portraying my lab's mannerisms and facial expressions. 


Brian Basset: Rover has a lot of Lab in him, no doubt. 


Herndon, Va.: | love you comic strip! It brings back the best 

memories. | had a beagle when | was a small child and that dog saved 
my life more times than my parents can remember. | had a bad habit of 
wandering out of the house for walks and this little beagle would 

keep me away from the road and the traffic every time. | never had a 
more devoted caretaker and friend. 


Brian Basset: First of all, | am flattered that Red and Rover is able 

to bring back such fond memories of your relationship with your dog. 
That's one of the thrills of doing this strip--hearing from readers 

who reminisce about their dogs in a way that they "live again." In 
case you haven't guessed yet, | am a big supporter of dogs, and 
animals in general. (I have five cats.) Which is why it is an honor 

to be associated with the Washington DC Humane Society's Bark Ball on 
June 16. It's probably not to late to buy tickets (hint, hint) if you 

go to www.barkball.com. | will be there and would love to say hi and 
sketch a little doodle to any of my readers who come out to show 
their support of the Humane Society's efforts. 


Arlington, Va.: What do you do when you have a cartoon idea that some 
of your readers will find very funny but some of your readers won't 
understand? Do you test your cartoons with others before submitting 
them to the syndicate? 


Brian Basset: | show them to my dog, and for a milky bone, she likes 
everything. 

Seriously, if there's a question regarding a strip, | bounce it off 

my editor at The Washington Post Writers Group, who is not only a 
great editor (kissy, kissy, Suzanne Whelton if you're reading this!) 
but is also a reader of the comics just like a normal human being. 
But | have to trust my instincts and | can't draw for everyone. | 

have my internal gauge (I swallowed it when | was a little boy), and 
some ideas that | have | realize are not going to be funny to 
everybody, but that's the cross | must bear for being a funny guy (or 
is that just a funny looking guy?) 


Brian Basset: I'd love to sit here and answer more questions, but | 
really have to go to the bathroom after drinking a pot of coffee. 

But, seriously, | have a hair appointment in 40 minute--yeah, | know, 
take what little hair | have and make it shorter--so | can look my 

best for next week's Bark Ball. | have to get groomed, of course, get 
my hair shampooed and my toenails clipped. But | want to thank 
everyone who joined us online today, but most of all | want to thank 
everyone for making Red and Rover a part of their day. It means a lot 
to me! 


Suzanne Tobin: Thanks, Brian, for your time and your wonderful 
answers. | hope everyone will join us again in two weeks, when the 
creators of Tank McNamara, Jeff Millar and Bill Hinds, will be our 

guests. And, now | must bare my soul and beg your forgiveness for a 
grievous error | made that you will see in the comics of Sunday, June 

10. | don't know HOW | missed this, but the company that puts our 
Sunday comics pages together put Baldo not only in Baldo's spot, but 
also in Blondie's. And | didn't catch the error until the sections 

were already printed. AAAARRGGGGHHH! So feel free to e-mail me your 
derisive comments at tobins@washpost.com. As my 16-year-old son said, 
"You have the easiest job at the whole newspaper, and you can't even 
get the Comics right!" Boy, do | hope he has a child just like him 

when he grows up. Anyway, my apologies to the Blondie fans, and feel 
free to e-mail me and vent, or call the comics hotline at 202-334- 

4775 and vent. Just please leave the poor Post operators alone! It's 

not their fault! It's mine. 


